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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to shine light on the way the school systems have been teaching and 
how it is affecting students in a negative way. It focuses mainly on teaching to the test and how it 
stops students from learning creatively and also does not let teachers teach the way they might 
want to. It also shows how this is a wicked problem and is more than a small school system 
issue. This impacts students, teachers, and the society we live in. The results of this research 
were that there were a lot of other authors that have written about this specific topic and it is a 
common issue that is trying to be solved.  
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Teaching to the Test or Limiting Students? 
Starting from grade three, maybe even earlier, students start to realize how important 
their grades are, and that comes with doing well on tests. Eventually, they get the mindset that if 
they do well on all the tests, they will pass the class and that is all that will ever matter. A wicked 
problem is one that is extremely difficult to resolve due to contradiction and failure to recognize 
the issue. Teachers always make the tests worth so much of the grade in the class and eventually; 
only start teaching around what will be on the test. This is called “teaching to the test” and I 
believe it is the worst way to teach. This topic is a wicked problem because it impacts more than 
one person and society as a whole. This includes students, teachers, schools, the workforce, and 
anything that we may encounter in our everyday lives. I also think that this is something that is 
not talked about enough because of the advantage of power administrators have. Teaching to the 
test limits students’ creativity, many students go out into the real world with no information on 
how to solve real-world problems. Many teachers/professors want to teach in a more creative 
way and to let their students learn in a way that helps them but are limited to what they are told 
they are allowed to do.  
Everyone is born with a creative mind. The way we use our minds, and our thoughts are 
unique to ourselves, but I do believe people could be manipulated to think a certain way and 
learn a certain way. When students start to get into higher grades, classes and school become 
more serious and teachers start to add more work, which causes more stress. This causes students 
so much stress that they eventually only care about passing and not actually learning the 
material. It is common for teachers to teach around their tests to be fair to their students. 
However, I believe that there is a way in which we could teach based on the curriculum and help 
the students know the material but let them be creative at the same time. Gettig, and author for 
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the American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education believes that “Teaching creativity, 
encourages sharing ideas and taking risks, and concedes that there may not be one right answer” 
(1114). All children and adults learn in diverse ways, so this way of teaching extremely limits 
that. It does not allow room for creative thinking. Gettig also states that “The educational system 
has suppressed creativity and has also taught students that there is only one right answer to a 
problem.” (1144)  
For classes like math, it is understandable that it is difficult to not teach based on the 
curriculum because there are few ways to think creatively with math. Math is taught and done in 
one way and that is to figure out the problem in the most convenient way. However, certainly, 
there are many ways to solve certain problems and one may consider a different way of doing a 
problem to be faster or easier for them. This is where the issue comes into play. Teachers, now, 
teach exactly how they solve a problem and many times it is frowned upon to do it any other way 
because they are taught to follow direction. Therefore, if one feels they know another way there 
is pressure that they may be penalized for doing so.  
From a student’s perspective, it always seems like it is the teachers’ fault; however, that 
is not always the case. I believe that many teachers would like to teach a certain way but are told 
by administrators not to or to stick to the traditional way of teaching. This not only impacts 
teachers’ creativity in the way they want to teach but restricts them from giving the lesson they 
would actually like to give. It would be great to hear a teacher give a lesson in their own words 
and from their own knowledge on a chapter instead of taking straight points from textbooks. 
Author Aimee Buckner states “Yet, slowly but surely, we continue to allow outside influences to 
tell us what to do and how to do it” (214). By giving their own perspective on a lesson, I feel it 
will inspire students to look at it in their own way as well.  
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Teaching to the test also causes students to go out 
into the real world with little information on how to do a 
lot of things. Many students go to get a job and have no 
idea how to write up a resumé or how to properly go into 
an interview. They may have gone to five years of 
college and all they got out of it was how to properly 
study to pass a test. According to Posner, we need to ask 
more “should” questions on tests. In Posner’s view “We typically attack such “should” problems 
by analyzing the possible consequences of the proposed actions, along with the probabilities of 
those consequences and their relative costs and benefits” (750). With this being said, the point he 
is trying to get as is that standardized tests do not test a student on how they would react or deal 
with a problem or what the consequence would be. This becomes an issue for society. It is scary 
to think, as a student, that I am not learning or being prepared for a lot that will eventually come 
my way after graduating college. According to Posner “Individuals equipped only with the 
ability to solve routine problems would be those most vulnerable to displacement by automation” 
(750). There needs to be more questions that teach a student how to think outside the box. 
Questions that are challenging, but also help a student understand the lesson more will be the 
most significant.  
Standardized tests are some of the most difficult, time consuming, and anxiety ridden 
tests for students to take. Whenever the time of year comes for standardized tests to be taken the 
pressure on students rises even more. For example, college students are always taught that they 
need to do very well on the SATs to get into a so called “good” college or university. Although 
many schools are making it so SATs are not as important to get in, there are still many that 
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require them. Nobody is saying to do away with SATs or ant standardized tests, because students 
need something to track students' progress, however they could be changed for the better. David 
Miller from the University of Florida suggests, “the link between assessment and instruction 
needs to be conceptualized as bidirectional, rather than unidirectional” (120)  and states that 
“instead, the assessments will precede instruction and learning and, as a result, determine the 
methods, skills, and content that are taught and learned” (120).  
When it comes to standardized testing, another issue is raised. This issue is the fact that 
everyone is taking the same test. This question could be asked all the time; why is my child 
taking the same standardized test as a student who gets grades that are exceedingly higher than 
theirs? Something that could not be argued is that not everyone learns the same way or at the 
same pace as their other peers. Some people also, just do not understand material as well as 
others. Of course, there are students who get extra time, a sheet they can use, or other exceptions, 
however there are students who are in the middle and do not qualify for those accommodations, 
but also do not do extremely well in school.  
A lot of teaching in grades 4-12 not only goes towards teaching around regular 
curriculum, but also goes to preparing for standardized tests. Samuel Green from the University 
of Kansas explains that researcher Walton “reviewed the achievement levels of students over and 
18-year period and reported that only about 60% of American students entering 12th grade had 
progressed beyond an intermediate level of skill in reading” (222). This shows that they “are not 
able to understand complicated passages, integrate new information into their thinking, or 
understand links between ideas that are not explicitly stated.”  These are crucial skills for 
students to have in life. If we are instructing these students anything it should be these types of 
things. These statistics show that even by teaching to the test, it does not give students the 
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understanding they need. If somehow the school systems could produce a better way to help 
students in these areas, while still allowing them to get good grades on tests and learn the 
material they need to learn, it would make the students that much stronger when they eventually 
graduate.  
How can we fix this you may ask? There is no one way to fix it, and few people try to 
because it is hard to tell where to start. This is what makes it a wicked problem. To fix this issue 
there would have to be major changes in the way schools functioned, they ways teachers go 
about teaching their lessons, and the pressure the school systems put on teachers to teacher a 
certain way. Many students are accustomed to this way of teaching so even if a teacher does not 
talk about everything that may be on the test, the students either ask or get aggravated because 
they were not expecting to take a test with things they did not specifically hear in class. Yes, this 
seems unfair to keep that information from the students, and that is not the solution, however the 
test could be formatted differently. As mentioned before students are having trouble 
comprehending and do not have strong critical thinking skills. Tests could focus their questions 
on the curriculum but be formatted so that the student has to really think about it, maybe even in 
a separate way.  
This is a wicked problem because of all the issues it causes with students, 
teachers/professors, and society as a whole. Teaching to the test causes lack of creativity in 
students and teachers, lessens knowledge on the real world and does not prepare students for real 
scenarios outside of school. This way of teaching does not allow room for diverse achievement 
levels. This is not something that is talked about often, however, there is a lot of room for 
improvement if there would just be a little leeway with the way classes are taught. Buckner 
writes, “When teachers start to make teaching decisions based on a test, we become powerless: 
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powerless to make any reasonable instructional decisions; powerless to do what is best for the 
learners sitting in front of us” (212). Students need to start actually learning about the subjects 
they are in and stop just memorizing for the sake of the test and then forgetting and moving on to 
the next lesson being taught. Teachers and administrators need to shine more light on this topic 
because at the end of the day this affects the students in a negative way, and they are the future 
of the world we all live in.  
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